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DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE
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FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT FOR THE LIFT STATION B31220 UTILITY
LINE NEAR MACS ROAD AT MARINE CORPS BASE, CAMP PENDLETON

In accordance with National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 42 U.S.C. §§ 4321 et seq,
Marine Corps Order 5090.2, and the Department of the Navy procedures/regulations
implementing NEPA at 32 C.F.R. Part 775, the Marine Corps gives notice that an Environmental
Assessment (EA) has been prepared and an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will not be
prepared for the Lift Station B31220 Utility Line installation at Marine Corps Base Camp
Pendleton, California (MCB CamPen). The Final EA is incorporated by reference into this
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI).

The EA analyzed the removal of an undersized generator and connecting Lift Station B31220 to
the electrical grid. This would include the installation of 12 new galvanized steel utility poles
along an unnamed dirt access road that extends southwest from MACS Road. The 12 new utility
poles, and associated overhead 12 kilovolt power line, would tie into the Base’s current utility
grid and service Lift Station B31220.

Alternatives: MCB CamPen has developed and analyzed the Proposed Action (Preferred
Alternative) and the No Action Alternative. Connecting to existing underground power line was
eliminated due to access concerns with underground lines. No other identified alternatives met
reasonable screening factors or purpose and need for the proposed action. Therefore, only the
one action alternative identified was analyzed by the EA.

Summary of Environmental Effects: The environmental resource areas potentially affected by
this action and carried forward for detailed analysis are biological resources and cultural
resources.

Pursuant to Section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered Species Act, MCB CamPen conducted formal
consultation with the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). The USFWS
Biological Opinion, (Appendix A of Final EA) concluded that the proposed action may affect
and is not likely to adversely affect the Least Bell's Vireo and California gnatcatcher, while it
may affect and is likely to adversely affect the Pacific Pocket Mouse.

In accordance with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act and pursuant to the
terms of the MCB CamPen Programmatic Agreement (PA) executed in 2024, the Tribes
concurred with MCB CamPen’s definition of the area of potential effect and summary of prior
studies. Through consultation, MCB CamPen and the Tribes agreed that the location of the
undertaking and the presence of the previously recorded archaeological site may result in effects
to historic properties and applied standard resource protection measures under the PA. As a
result of these factors, and in consultation with the Tribes, MCB CamPen will require
archaeological monitors, meeting the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Professional



FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT FOR THE LIFT STATION B31220 UTILITY
LINE NEAR MACS ROAD AT MARINE CORPS BASE, CAMP PENDLETON

Qualifications, and Native American monitors from the consulting Tribes to observe all initial
ground disturbance at these locations.

The following environmental resource areas were not carried forward for detailed analysis in this
EA, as potential impacts were determined to be negligible or less than significant: water
resources, geological resources, land use, visual resources, air space, noise, infrastructure,
transportation, public health and safety, hazardous materials and wastes, socioeconomics, and air
quality. Avoidance and minimization measures in conjunction with the consultations included in
the preferred alternative within the EA will ensure there are no significant impacts to all
resources, including cumulative impacts.

Findings: Based on the analysis in the EA, I have selected the Proposed Action for
implementation. I find that the Proposed Action, implemented consistent with and including
adherence to the conservation measures set forth in detail in the EA and accompanying USFWS
BO, as well as cultural resource monitoring and reporting per the National Historic Preservation
Act Programmatic Agreement, will not have a significant impact on the human or natural
environment. Therefore, an EIS is not required.

The EA and FONSI addressing this action are on file and may be reviewed at the place of origin:

Marine Corps Installations West-Marine Corps Base, Camp Pendleton (Attn: Director,
Environmental Security), Box 555008, MCB CAMPEN, California 92055-5008, telephone (760)
725-3561.

In addition, online copies can be found at:
https://www.pendleton.marines.mil/Staff/Principal-Staff/Environmental-Security/#documents

#l—7 242ty 2025

. MEDEIROS JR. Date
Colonel, U.S. Marine Corps
Commanding General, Acting
Marine Corps Installations West-Marine Corps Base, Camp Pendleton




Abstract

Designation: Environmental Assessment
Title of Proposed Action: Lift Station B31220 Utility Line near Macs Road
Project Location: 31 Area, Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton

Lead Agency for the EA: United States Marine Corps

Affected Region: San Diego County, California
Action Proponent: AC/S G-F, Public Works
Project Number: WR 11253548

Point of Contact: MCB CAMPEN

Environmental Security

Box 555200, Bldg. 22165

Camp Pendleton, CA 92055-5008
Email: PNDL ENV_EA@usmc.mil

Date: May 2025

Abstract:

Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton (MCB CamPen) has prepared this Environmental Assessment (EA) in
accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). MCB CamPen intends to provide new
electrical service to Lift Station B31220. The lift station requires a permanent, consistent power source, tied
into the current utility infrastructure.

The Proposed Action is to remove the undersized generator and connect Lift Station B31220 to the electrical
grid. This would include the installation of 12 new galvanized steel utility poles along an unnamed dirt
access road that extends southwest from Macs Road. The 12 new utility poles, and associated overhead 12
kilovolt power line, would tie into the Base’s current utility grid and service Lift Station B31220.

Around each of the 12 poles, a five-foot radius is anticipated to be permanently impacted through the
placement of Class II base material % of an inch thick. Thus, it is anticipated a total of 942 square feet (0.02
acre) would be permanently impacted during the implementation of the Proposed Action. All other areas
would only be temporarily disturbed and will be allowed to naturally revegetate following the completion
of the Project.

This EA evaluates the potential environmental impacts associated with the Proposed Action and the No
Action Alternative to the following resources areas: biological and cultural resources.
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Lift Station B31220 Utility Line May 2025

1 Purpose and Need for the Proposed Action

1.1 Introduction

MCB CamPen is the primary West Coast base of the United States Marine Corps, located in San Diego
County, California. This Environmental Assessment (EA) was prepared per the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA, 42 U.S.C. §§ 4321 et seq.), Marine Corps Order 5090.2, and Department of the Navy
regulations (32 C.F.R. Part 775).

The Proposed Action seeks to replace an undersized generator and connect Lift Station B31220 to the
electrical grid. This involves installing 12 galvanized steel utility poles along an unnamed dirt access road
southwest of Macs Road, integrating the station into the Base’s utility infrastructure.

This EA evaluates the potential environmental impacts associated with the Proposed Action and the No
Action Alternative to the following resource areas: biological resources and cultural resources.

1.2 Background

The project footprint overlaps habitat for three federally protected species—the endangered Pacific Pocket
Mouse (PPM), Least Bell’s Vireo (LBVI), and threatened Coastal California Gnatcatcher (CAGN)—
requiring Section 7 consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). The USFWS issued a
Biological Opinion (BO) on 25 April 2025 (Appendix A), which is hereby incorporated by reference.

1.3 Location
The Proposed Action will be implemented at MCB CamPen. Located in the southern portion of the Base
near Oscar One Training Area (Figure 1-1), the project footprint includes the area of the Proposed Action,

existing dirt access road, 40 to 50 feet of impacted vegetation off the side of the road, and a 100-foot buffer
(Figure 2-2.)

1.4 Purpose of and Need for the Proposed Action

Lift Station B31220 currently operates on an undersized generator with air permit limitations. A permanent,
reliable power source is necessary to support its function within the Base’s utility system.
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1.5 Scope of Environmental Analysis

This EA assesses environmental impacts associated with the Proposed Action and the No Action
Alternative, focusing on biological and cultural resources.

1.5.1 Resource Areas Carried Forward for Detailed Analysis

Biological Resources: The proximity to PPM, LBVI, and CAGN habitat required Section 7 consultation
with USFWS.

Cultural Resources: Due to known cultural sites, notifications were made to the California State Historic
Preservation Office (SHPO) and tribal representatives under the National Historic Preservation Act.

1.5.2 Resource Areas Eliminated from Detailed Analysis

The following resource areas were excluded due to negligible impacts:

Water Resources: No Waters of the U.S. (WOTUS) exist within the footprint. SWPPP requirements do
not apply due to the limited impact (942 sq. ft.).

Geology, Land Use, Visual Resources: No notable changes or impacts are expected.

Airspace, Noise, Infrastructure: The project aligns with routine utility maintenance and will not
increase noise or create new facilities.

Transportation, Public Health & Safety: Negligible traffic impact expected due to maintenance; no
contamination sites identified.

Hazardous Materials, Socioeconomics: Compliance with all regulations will be ensured. No personnel
changes are expected.

Air Quality: Connecting to the grid will improve efficiency and reduce generator emissions.

1.6 Public and Agency Participation and Intergovernmental Coordination

A Notice of Intent to Prepare an Environmental Assessment was posted on 12 Feb 2025, and a Notice of
Availability (Appendix B) will be posted when complete on the MCB CamPen website at
https://www.pendleton.marines.mil/Staff-A gencies/Environmental-Security/Document%20

Library/Environmental-Planning-Documents/.

The USMC determined that the Proposed Action may affect, but is not likely to adversely effect, three
federally listed species: PPM, CAGN, and LBVI. The USMC requested formal consultation/concurrence
with the determinations outlined in the Biological Assessment (BA) provided to the USFWS on 7 Nov 24.
The USFWS issued a Biological Opinion (BO) on 25 April 2025 (Appendix A).

1-3
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2 Proposed Action and Alternatives

2.1 Proposed Action

The Proposed Action involves installing 12 galvanized steel utility poles along an unnamed dirt
access road southwest of Macs Road. These poles will support an overhead 12-kilovolt power
line, integrating Lift Station B31220 into MCB CamPen’s existing utility grid. The lift station is
approximately 215 feet from Macs Road, accessible via the dirt road. Its approximate location is 33°
14.932'N, 117° 23.498'W.

Each pole installation will require trucks, heavy equipment, and construction crews. The process includes
digging holes (18-24 inches in diameter, 5—10 feet deep), setting poles, and connecting aerial power lines.
All sites are accessible from existing roadways, preventing the need for vegetation clearing. While crews
may need to traverse the area for installation, work will remain within 40-50 feet south of the dirt road,
covering 4.38 acres. Minor location adjustments (within a few feet) may occur during implementation.

A five-foot radius (78.5 sq. ft.) around each pole will be permanently impacted with %-inch gravel,
totaling 942 sq. ft. (0.02 acres). All other disturbed areas will naturally revegetate post-project.

2.1.1 Equipment
The project requires:

Digger Derrick trucks (auger-equipped for drilling and pole setting)
Line trucks (pole and line installation assistance)

Cable trailers (transport and hold cable during installation)

Utility pole trailers (transport poles to installation sites)

Light-duty trucks (general support)

Equipment staging will take place in a previously disturbed dirt lot east of the lift station (see Figure 2-2).

2.1.1 Project Timing
The project will take place during the summer months to ensure PPM are aboveground and able to be
trapped out. At each individual pole location, digging and setting poles is only anticipated to take one to
two days.

2.1.2 Project Footprint

The project footprint totals 4.38 acres, plus a 100-foot buffer to minimize impacts from noise and
dust, bringing the affected area to 17.96 acres. The site is within the Oscar One Training Area
and consists primarily of Diegan coastal sage scrub with a mix of native and non-native grasses.
Dominant species include:

o California sagebrush (Artemisia californica)
o Coyote brush (Baccharis pilularis ssp. pilularis)
e Coastal goldenbush (Isocoma menziesii)

2-4
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Figure 2-1. Overview of Pole Detail
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2.2 Screening Factors

MCB CamPen developed screening factors which were utilized to evaluate potential alternatives:
e Location: Proximity to existing facility.
o Size: Sufficient space for required operations.
e Time and Resources: Efficient execution with minimal resource loss.
e  Mission Support: Minimize disruption to USMC required training activities.

e Environmental: Minimize impacts to listed species, WOTUS, cultural sites, and IR sites.

2.3 Alternatives Carried Forward for Analysis

Proposed Action (Preferred Alternative) — Installing a pole-mounted utility line to replace the
generator service meets all screening criteria and is the only viable option.

No-Action Alternative — The lift station would continue operating on an undersized generator, leading to
reliability issues, capacity limitations, and ongoing air permit challenges.

Alternatives Considered but Eliminated — Connecting to existing underground power line was eliminated
due to access concerns with underground lines.

3 Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences

This EA examines potential effects of the Proposed Action and No Action Alternative on biological and
cultural resources.

3.1 Biological Resources

3.1.1 Proposed Action Environmental Consequences
Review of MCB CamPen’s current geographic information system data base and site conditions, the

potential occurrence of federally listed threatened and endangered species in the project footprint is
summarized in Table 3-1.

Table 3-1. Federally Listed Species on MCB CamPen Potentially Occurring in Project Footprint

Sclentific Occurrence in
Common Name Status Habitat Project Action
Name
Area
Suitable plant communities K”OWV_‘ PPM'_
consist of shrublands with firm, occupied habitat
Pacific Pocket Per OQ”"””’“? fine-grain, sandy substrates in areas occur to the
Mouse longimembris FE the immediate vicinity of the east and north. No
pacificus ocean. Vegetation communities | Potential burrows
include coastal strand, coastal identified within
dunes, river alluvium, and project footprint.

3-7
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coastal sage scrub growing on
marine terraces.
Suitable plant communities Maijority of area is
Coastal Polioptila consist of Dlggan. goastal sage occypleq coastal
e . scrub and Riversidian coastal California
California californica FT . .
. sage scrub dominated by Gnatcatcher habitat
Gnatcatcher californica e . .
California sagebrush and (Diegan coastal
California buckwheat. sage scrub)
Suitable plant communities No suitable rioarian
Least Bell's Vireo bellii include dense, willow-dominated ) ) .p
. , FE . . . habitats within the
Vireo pusillus riparian habitats with lush .
) footprint.
understory vegetation.

FE = federally endangered; FT = federally threatened

3.1.1.1 Occurrence of Pacific Pocket Mouse

The project footprint consists of dense Diegan coastal sage scrub, likely too dense to support
PPM. Site reconnaissance conducted by a qualified PPM biologist in June 2024 confirmed no
potential burrows in utility pole locations.

Surveys dating back to 1996 have identified historical PPM observations in the area, though
none have been recorded in recent years. The most recent detections were observed north of the
dirt road in 1996 and south of the road in 2000. Further surveys near the lift station (2012-2019)
found no evidence of PPM presence.

Despite the lack of recent detections, the area maintains connectivity to known PPM populations
in Oscar 1 and Edson Range, suggesting a small possibility of occurrence.
3.1.1.2 Effects to Pacific Pocket Mouse

The Proposed Action will result in 0.02-acre of permanent habitat loss due to vegetation removal for utility
pole installation. Construction will be brief (1-3 days per site) and will not involve prolonged noise, dust,
or lighting impacts that could affect nearby PPM habitat.

Potential risks include burrow collapse from earth-disturbing activities. However:
e Heavy equipment will remain on the existing dirt road, minimizing ground disturbance.

e No nighttime construction or permanent lighting will be introduced, avoiding predator attraction
risks.

e A qualified biological monitor will oversee all phases of construction, including ground-disturbing
activities.

e USFWS Biological Opinion (BO) Conservation Measures (Section 2.3) will be implemented to
reduce risks.
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Given the mitigation measures in place, the Proposed Action may affect but is not likely to adversely affect
PPM individuals.

3.1.1.3 Occurrence of Coastal California Gnatcatcher

The project footprint consists of high-quality Diegan coastal sage scrub, occupied by Coastal California
Gnatcatcher (CAGN). Field reconnaissance in June 2024 confirmed CAGN individuals within the area,
consistent with historical records over the past 25 years (Figure 4-1).

Base-wide surveys documented 11 pairs in 2014, 5 pairs in 2019, and 13 pairs in 2024 within suitable
habitat between the footprint and Macs Road. Since 1989, over 430 observations of CAGN have been
recorded within 1,000 feet of the project area.

3.1.1.4 Effects to Coastal California Gnatcatcher

The Proposed Action will result in 0.02-acre of permanent habitat loss within occupied Diegan coastal sage
scrub—Iless than 1% of a typical CAGN breeding territory. Some minor temporary vegetation disturbances
may occur near pole locations, but impacts will be minimized by keeping heavy equipment on existing
roads. Temporarily affected vegetation will naturally regrow over time.

To mitigate impacts:
e Construction will occur outside the breeding season, reducing nest disturbance.
e Noise and vibrations are expected to have minimal effects on CAGN individuals.

e Any birds foraging in the area are expected to temporarily relocate to adjacent habitat but will
resume normal behavior.

e No direct mortality is anticipated.

Given these factors, the Proposed Action may affect but is not likely to adversely affect CAGN.

3.1.1.5 Occurrence of least Bell’s Vireo

Field reconnaissance in June 2024 detected Least Bell’s Vireo (LBVI) vocalizations, but no suitable
breeding habitat was found within the project footprint, which is dominated by Diegan coastal sage scrub.
However, denser riparian habitat southwest of the project area is known to support LBVI populations.

3.1.1.6 Effects to Least Bell’s Vireo

Although LBVI were heard during site reconnaissance, they are expected to remain in adjacent riparian
areas rather than the footprint itself. The project will begin after the breeding season, though some
individuals may linger until late September or early October before migrating.

Given the short duration of construction, minimal effects are expected from noise and human activity. If
LBVI are disturbed while foraging, they are likely to temporarily relocate to nearby high-quality habitat
and resume normal behavior. No direct mortality or nest disruption is anticipated.

Thus, the Proposed Action may affect but is not likely to adversely affect LBVI.

3-9
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3.1.2 Proposed Action Conservation Measures

The Proposed Action will implement USFWS Biological Opinion (BO) Conservation Measures (Appendix

A) to minimize impacts on all listed species within the project footprint.

Conclusion

MCB CamPen estimates the following effects determinations for listed species (Table 3-2). If potential
conflicts with PPM or burrows are observed by the biological monitor during construction, work will pause

immediately, and USFWS will be consulted.

Table 3-2. Effects Determinations of the Federally Listed Species Analyzed

Common Name Status

Effects Determination

Pacific Pocket Mouse FE

May Affect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

Coastal California

Gnatcatcher FT

May Affect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

Least Bell’s Vireo FE

May Affect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

FE = federally endangered: FT = federally threatened.

3.1.3 No Action Alternative

If the Proposed Action is not implemented, existing site conditions will remain unchanged, and biological
resources will be unaffected. Consequently, the No Action Alternative would result in no significant

impacts to biological resources.

3-10




Lift Station B31220 Utility Line May 2025

Service Laver Cradits: Hybrid Refarance Laver: Esri Community Maps Cortributors, GanG1S, California State Paks @ OpenStresthap, Microzoft, Exri, Tom Tom, Garmin, SafeGraph,

AN
Ayaa ARsS
Ataaa A

1 inch =300 feet 0
o 160 300
A Coastal California B Pacific Pocket Mouse D Work Area Feet
Gnhatcatcher ® Westem Spadefoot {Approximate)
A Least Bell's Vireo R e Staging Area FIGURE 4-1
A Southwestern Willow @] Action Area Sensitive Species
Flycatcher Macs Rd Utility Line

Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, CA

3-11



Lift Station B31220 Utility Line May 2025

3.1.4 Regional Land Use Considerations

Regional impacts to federally regulated biological resources as a result of implementation of the Proposed
Action are considered by the USFWS and mitigated for through implementation of the BO CMs (Appendix
A). The USFWS approved MCB CamPen’s Integrated Natural Resources Management Plan (INRMP,
2018), which manages use of Base lands to provide an overall benefit to federally regulated biological
resources. Therefore, no significant regional effects to federally regulated biological resources are
anticipated to result from implementation of the proposed project.

3.2 Cultural Resources

This section evaluates potential impacts of the Proposed Action on cultural resources. Any adverse effects
will be avoided through mitigation measures, integrated into project planning and execution.

Cultural resources include historic properties, archaeological sites, architectural structures, and traditional
cultural properties significant to Native American groups or other communities.

3.2.1 Regulatory Framework

The National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA, 1966, as amended) requires federal agencies to assess
impacts on historic properties listed—or eligible for listing—in the National Register of Historic Places
(NRHP). Compliance with Section 106 ensures project effects are considered, per Protection of Historic
Properties (36 CFR Part 800).

3.2.2 Records Search

In February 2022, MCB CamPen Cultural Resources Section (CRS) staff reviewed base records and GIS
data, identifying seven prior surveys covering the Area of Potential Effects (APE):

e Clevenger & Schulz (1987), King (2000), Lennen (2018), RECON (1994), Rich et al. (2014),
Robbins-Wade (2003), Robbins-Wade & Murray (2008)

e Additional site assessments and monitoring (Daniels, 2020; Sistrunk et al., 2015; Woodman, 2006)

One recorded archaeological site, CA-SDI-13933, is within the APE. Originally documented in 1994, it
contained ground-stone artifacts and marine shell remains, but recent surveys (2016, Daniels, 2020) have
found only shell fragments and stone flakes, with no newly recorded cultural material.

3.2.3 Consultation

On October 10, 2024, MCB CamPen CRS initiated consultation with federally recognized tribal
governments (the "Tribes") per the 2024 Programmatic Agreement (PA).

e The APE and previous survey findings were reviewed.

e CA-SDI-13933 was considered eligible for NRHP listing for the purposes of this project.

e The Tribes agreed on standard protection measures under the PA to prevent adverse effects.
3.2.4 Minimization Measures
To protect cultural resources, MCB CamPen will:

e Require Secretary of the Interior-qualified archaeologists and Native American monitors from
consulting Tribes to observe all initial ground disturbance at these locations.
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e Implement a monitoring and discovery plan, including site data, survey results, and protocols for
discoveries under the PA and Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act
(NAGPRA). The archaeological monitor providing monitoring services must prepare and
implement this plan before ground-disturbing activities begin.

e Ensure artifacts found at CA-SDI-13933 during monitoring are reburied in place, rather than
collected or curated, per consultation agreements.

4 Cumulative Impacts and Other Considerations Required by NEPA

4.1 Scope of Cumulative Impacts Analysis

The cumulative impacts analysis considers both the geographic extent of effects and the time
frame in which they may occur. The study area aligns with the locations identified in Chapter 3
for biological and cultural resources. The timeframe includes past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable actions.

This analysis relies primarily on public documents from federal, state, and local agencies
regarding future projects. Sources include Environmental Impact Statements (EISs),
Environmental Assessments (EAs), management plans, land use plans, and other planning
studies.

4.1.1 Past, Present, and Reasonably Foreseeable Actions
Projects were included in the cumulative impacts analysis if they potentially interact with
biological or cultural resources affected by the Proposed Action. Resource areas that showed no
interaction were excluded.
Since only biological and cultural resources were retained for analysis, cumulative effects were
assessed for these areas. Projects considered in this cumulative impacts analysis are listed in

Table 4-2.

4.2 Cumulative Impact Analysis

Table 4-1: Past, Present and Foreseeable Actions

Relevant Cumulative
Project Title Project Description Project Status Environmental
Factors

Past Actions

Biological Resources
Cultural Resources
ILand Use and Coastal
INEPA completed 2019, project  [Zone Management

To develop a multipurpose training area at
Stuart Mesa West the former Stuart Mesa West Agricultural

Training and Field on MCB CAMPEN that would .
. . . complete. Noise
Conversion accommodate combined land, air, and sea .
training (amphibious landing operations) Public Health and
' Safety
Utilities
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| | |Water Resources

Present Actions

Support extant and future populations of
PPM in the 3 designated PPM Management

IPPM Habitat |Areas: Edson Range Impact Area, Oscar 1, [BO and NEPA completed 2022, Biological Resources:
[Enhancement and South San Mateo; and any sites IWork progressing. )
designated for future translocation of the
species.

Prescribed burns are carefully planned fires
that are intentionally ignited in accordance

Wildfire Prevention iwith applicable laws, policies, and

IBurn and Associated

. regulations to meet MCB CAMPEN’s INEPA completed 2014 and project [Biological Resources
Activities h L .
. wildland fire management objective of on-going. Cultural Resources
Environmental . )
reducing annual fuel loads (mainly non-
IAssessment

native grasses) in areas heavily utilized for
military training.

The Proposed Action is to maintain operable
targets within Automated Field Firing Range
501. This will include maintaining the
protective earthen berm, railroad tie timbers,
and metal shielding in front of each target.

INEPA completed 2023 and range
imaintenance is ongoing.

IRange 501 Target

Maintenance Biological Resources: P

IReasonably
Foreseeable Actions

Increase the height of the berm to protect
shooters during simultaneous fire. The
Range 116 Iproject also proposes to improve the center
Improvement EA line trail is used to safely move personnel
and logistics from one firing line to the other
land from down range to the firing lines.

Biological Resources:

INEPA in process. Cultural Resources

Range 407 and 408
Series Repair and
Maintenance EA

Biological Resources:
Cultural Resources

To re-establish the target line and conduct

. INEPA in process.
erosion control.

4.2.1 Cumulative Effects of Proposed Action

Biological Resources

The Proposed Action will not result in significant impacts to biological resources. Implementation of the
USFWS BO CMs will ensure construction associated with the Proposed Action will contribute minimally
to the adverse impacts on biological resources. Similarly, the spatial and temporal extent of impacts to
biological resources from other cumulative projects are expected to be limited due to implementation of the
USFWS BO CMs. As a result, the Proposed Action combined with other cumulative projects will not result
in significant cumulative impacts on biological resources

Cultural Resources

The Proposed Action may cause minor adverse effects to a National Register of Historic Places (NRHP)-
eligible site within the project area. The utility line connection will involve trenching within the boundary
of a previously recorded, unevaluated archaeological site beneath the lift station.

To minimize cultural resource effects, MCB CamPen will implement standard protection measures
common to similar projects, including monitoring ground-disturbing work within the site and a 50-meter
buffer. As a result, minor impacts (if any) will remain less than significant.
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4.2.2 Cumulative Effects of No Action

Biological Resources

Under the No Action Alternative, the Proposed Action would not occur and there would be no change to
biological resources, including cumulative impacts.

Cultural Resources

Under the No Action Alternative, the Proposed Action would not occur and there would be no change to
cultural resources, including cumulative impacts.

4.3 Consistency with Other Federal, State, and L.ocal Laws, Plans, Policies, and
Regulations

No potential conflicts are anticipated between the Proposed Action and any of the installation master plans,
policies, or controls that address and guide uses within MCB CAMPEN. The Proposed Action would occur
on Federal property and would not affect off-installation land uses.

4.4 TIrreversible or Irretrievable Commitments of Resources

Implementation of the Proposed Action would result in an irreversible commitment of fuel and human labor
used during construction activities. However, these commitments of resources are neither unusual nor
unexpected, given the nature of the action.

The Proposed Action would not result in the destruction of environmental resources such that the range of
potential uses of the environment would be limited or affect the biodiversity of the region.

4.5 Any Probable Adverse Environmental Effects that Cannot be Avoided and are
Not Amenable to Mitigation

This EA determined that implementation of the Proposed Action would not result in any significant
unmitigable impacts; therefore, there are no probable adverse environmental effects that cannot be avoided
or are not amenable to mitigation.

4.6 Relationship between Short-Term Use of the Environment and Long-Term
Productivity

The Proposed Action poses no long-term risks to health, safety, or community welfare. The
project footprint is designated for military activities, which will continue unchanged post-
implementation.

Additionally, the Proposed Action will not significantly affect biological productivity, nor result
in significant direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts on biological resources.
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April 25, 2025
Sent Electronically
Kristin H. Thomas
Head, Environmental Planning Branch
Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton - MCIWEST
Environmental Security
P.O. Box 555008
Camp Pendleton, California 92055-5008

Subject: Biological Opinion for the Installation of a New Ultility Line to Lift Station
Building 31220 near Macs Road, Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, California

Dear Kristin Thomas:

This document was prepared in accordance with section 7 of the Endangered Species Act of
1973 (Act), as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.). This is in response to the U.S. Marine Corps
(Marine Corps) request dated November 7, 2024, to initiate consultation on the impact from the
installation of a new utility line near Macs Road to Lift Station Building 31220 on Marine Corps
Base Camp Pendleton (MCB CamPen), California, to the federally endangered Pacific pocket
mouse (Perognathus longimembris pacificus; PPM) and to informally consult on the impact of
the project on the endangered least Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus; vireo) and threatened
coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica californica; gnatcatcher). Based on our
review of the project, species occurrence information, and the conservation measures that the
Marine Corps will implement to avoid, and minimize potential impacts, we concur with the
determinations for the vireo and gnatcatcher (see Appendix).

This biological opinion is based on information provided in a Biological Assessment (BA) dated
November 2024, prepared in support of the consultation request, and all correspondence, notes
and information compiled during our consultation within the Marine Corps on the utility line
project. This information and other references cited in this biological opinion constitute the best
available scientific information on the status and biology of the species considered. The complete
file for this consultation is maintained at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service) Carlsbad
Fish and Wildlife Office (CFWO).

CONSULTATION HISTORY

On September 27, 2024, we visited the location of the proposed utility line project during
advanced coordination with the Marine Corps. On November 6, 2024, we received the BA
for the project, which was followed the next day by the request for formal consultation. The
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consultation request included a request to conference on the impact of the project on the proposed
threatened western spadefoot [Southern distinct population segment (Spea hammondii); spadefoot].
On February 10, 2025, we transmitted questions regarding the BA analysis and locations of
ephemeral wetlands in relation to the project and made recommendations for revising the project
description to reduce potential impacts to PPM. On February 11, 2025, the Marine Corps,
withdrew its request to conference on the potential impact of the project on spadefoot. Between
February and April 2025, we worked with the Marine Corps to refine the project description.

On April 7, 2025, the Marine Corps finalized the project description and incorporated some
modifications to the proposed conservation measures.

BIOLOGICAL OPINION

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ACTION

The proposed action is to install a new 12 kilovolt power line extending from MCB CamPen’s
existing utility grid to Lift Station Building 31220, which is located off an unnamed dirt access
road at approximately 33°14.932°N, 117°23.498’W. Installation of the power line will involve
the installation of 12 new utility poles along the length (around 0.48 mile) of an unnamed dirt
access road that extends southwest from Macs Road to the vicinity of the lift station building.
Installation of the poles will involve digging or auguring holes 18 to 24 inches in diameter and
between 5 to 10 feet deep for placement of the poles, then connecting aerial power lines to the
set poles.

No vegetation will be removed to establish access roads or areas for project staging, as all

12 pole locations can be accessed directly from the unnamed dirt access road and Macs Road,
and a pre-defined staging location has been identified in a previously disturbed dirt parking area.
To provide safe access for work activities, the project will include some grading to fill in road
ruts along sections of the un-named dirt road where damage to the road from erosion has made it
impassable. Because grading and gravel replacement along the improved roads within Oscar-1
have previously been addressed under the Crucible Challenge Course biological opinion (1-6-96-
F-35), impacts from repair of erosion along the dirt access road will not be considered here.

Project work, including drilling and setting poles and attaching power lines, will be performed
using heavy equipment including use of Digger Derrick trucks, a cable trailer, a utility pole
trailer, and light duty trucks. The Digger Derrick truck features a hydraulically powered auger
mounted on the vehicle that will be used for drilling the holes. Line trucks will assist with setting
poles and performing line work, while the cable trailer will transport and hold cable during
installation. The utility pole trailer will be used to transport poles to the installation sites, and
other light-duty trucks will provide support throughout the construction process.

A 5-foot radius (78.5 square feet) around the base of each of the 12 poles, inclusive of the diameter
of the poles, is anticipated to be permanently impacted through the placement of % inch Class 11
Road Base around each pole. During pole installation, it is anticipated that the area within a
15-foot radius of each pole could temporarily be disturbed by workers accessing the pole
locations by foot and assisting with pole installation. Other than the area of permanent impacts,
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the habitat within the 15-foot potential disturbance footprint will be returned to pre-project
conditions following project construction (e.g., excavated soil and all construction related
materials and debris will be removed from the area). Erosion and sedimentation controls will
be monitored and maintained during construction and until disturbed areas are stabilized and
not susceptible to further erosion, as approved by MCB CamPen ES.

In association with the proposed project, the Marine Corps proposes to implement the following
conservation measures:

CM 1.

CM 2.

CM 3.

CM 4.

CM 5.

CM 6.

All construction will take place within the construction footprints defined in the
November 2024 Biological Assessment. Construction site boundaries shall be
clearly delineated by flagging, stakes, survey lath, or snow fencing, as practical.

All vehicles shall be restricted to established roads and off-road vehicle travel will
be avoided to the maximum extent practicable.

Contractors will be provided with digital files and hardcopy maps showing the
project limits that were used for the environmental analyses in the Biological
Assessment and will be informed that construction activity must be confined
within those limits. Digital files and hardcopy maps will also include the locations
of federally listed species and sensitive habitats. Any work that is proposed outside
those construction footprints will be subject to review by MCB CamPen
Environmental Security (ES) to determine if potential impacts will occur to
environmental resources. Prior to the project being implemented, MCB CamPen
ES will inform the Service of significant changes to the project that may affect
federally listed species.

Heavy equipment and staging areas shall be restricted to existing roads and
disturbed areas shown in Figure 2-2 of the November 2024 Biological Assessment
and to be delineated on the grading plans. Vehicle operation and laydown areas
shall be defined by staking and flagging between stakes to prevent operations
outside these areas.

All equipment and/or vehicles conducting work within the action area will be
power-washed or brushed of debris and seeds before entering MCB CamPen
property. Vehicles will also be cleaned when moving from a project site where
invasive species are known to be present. This measure is in support of Marine
Corps Order P5090.2A, 11200.7, which requires installations to restrict the
introduction of exotic species into natural ecosystems.

The project site will be kept as clean as possible to avoid attracting predators and
protected species. All food-related trash will be placed in sealed bins or removed
from the site regularly.
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CM 7.

CM 8.

CM 9.

CM 10.

Construction workers will be prohibited from bringing domestic pets to
construction sites to ensure that domestic pets do not disturb or depredate wildlife
in adjacent habitats.

Erosion and sedimentation controls will be monitored and maintained during
construction and until disturbed areas are stabilized and not susceptible to further
erosion, as approved by MCB CamPen ES.

All project activities will be conducted during the daytime. No nighttime work
is authorized.

A PPM biologist! approved by MCB CamPen ES will be responsible for overseeing
all phases of work with potential to impact PPM and will coordinate closely with
MCB CamPen ES, who will in turn coordinate with the CFWO, to implement
avoidance and minimization measures detailed in the project description and
conservation measures. The PPM biologist will be responsible for:

a.  Conducting a contractor education program in coordination with MCB
CamPen ES personnel. Contractor education will be conducted prior to and
during all project phases and will include information about the potential
presence of listed species; the requirements and boundaries of the project;
the importance of complying with all avoidance and minimization measures;
and problem reporting and resolution methods.

b.  The PPM biologist, in coordination with MCB CamPen ES, will have the
discretion to specify types of equipment (i.e., hand tools or low-noise and
vibration vehicles) that can be used to conduct work.

c.  All work activities (including work vehicles and stockpiled soils from
excavations) shall be confined to the work areas delineated in the November
2024 Biological Assessment, and grading and Action Plans. The PPM
biologist will mark the boundary of work areas and any avoidance areas
with pin flags.

d.  For work areas that cannot be completed within a day, dirt/sand piles left
overnight will be covered with tarps or plastic with the edges sealed with
sandbags, bricks, or 2x4s to prevent wildlife from burrowing into the dirt.
Holes, open conduit, or trenches will be covered with material such as
plywood or solid metal grates with the edges sealed with sandbags, bricks,
or 2x4s sufficient to prevent wildlife from falling into holes or trenches.

' A PPM biologist that has completed at least 40 small mammal trapping sessions (i.e., calendar nights), has handled
at least 40 PPM individuals, and has successfully translocated small mammals in the wild will oversee avoidance
and documentation of impacts to PPM.
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CM 11.

Trenching must include a ramped section which would allow wildlife
to escape.

The PPM biologist will check the integrity of any fence, excavation unit
covers, soil stockpile tarps, or other measures meant to exclude PPM each
morning and evening during PPM trapping and throughout the duration
of work.

The PPM biologist will have the ability to halt construction activities, if
necessary, to avoid unanticipated impacts to sensitive resources. If it is
necessary to halt construction activities, the project biologist will contact
MCB CamPen ES immediately to discuss appropriate actions. As needed,
MCB CamPen ES staff will confer with the CFWO to ensure proper
implementation of species and habitat protection measures. The PPM
biologist will provide a brief written report of the incident within 24 hours
of the action to MCB CamPen ES.

The PPM biologist will provide bi-weekly (every 2 weeks) biological
monitoring reports (electronic versions only) and one final biological
monitoring report to MCB CamPen ES and the CFWO. All “take” of
federally listed species will be reported electronically to MCB CamPen ES
and the CFWO within 24 hours of the action.

Within 10 days prior to ground-disturbing work activities, a PPM biologist will
perform small mammal trapping surrounding the location of each power pole
location to determine if PPM are present within the 15-foot radius disturbance
footprint around each pole, and, if so, temporarily take the captured PPM into
captivity or transfer them to the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance (SDZWA) PPM
Conservation Breeding facility to safeguard them from direct death or injury
during power pole installation. The PPM biologist will include the details of the
PPM trapping program in an Action Plan that will be prepared for the review and
approval of the CFWO prior to the small mammal trapping. The Action Plan will
incorporate the following:

a.

Figures delineating the boundaries of all work areas, a preliminary survey
map that displays the location of any identified burrows, PPM observations,
any existing recent PPM monitoring data in relation to the work area, and
avoidance and minimization measures that will be implemented in specific
work zones. Work will not proceed until approved by MCB CamPen ES and
the CFWO.

All trapping will take place when PPM are active (i.e., between April 1 and
August 31) so PPM can be removed from the construction footprint or
otherwise are behaviorally capable of fleeing from the work area.
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C.

A 16-trap square grid with 16.4-foot (5-meter) trap spacing will be centered
at each power pole location (i.e., 192 traps total) to overlap the entire
disturbance footprint at each pole, and trapping will be performed for

5 consecutive nights to determine if PPM are present.

Based on initial trapping results (i.e., after 3-nights of trapping) or the
capture of any PPM, whichever occurs first, the PPM biologist will bring
captured PPM into temporary captivity and immediately contact and
coordinate with the CFWO to identify methods for avoiding direct impacts
to PPM during project construction. Possibilities for protecting PPM from
death and injury include temporarily holding animals in captivity during
project construction, erecting exclusion fencing and performing removal
trapping surrounding individual power poles, or collecting animals and
transferring them to the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance PPM Conservation
Breeding Program for use in PPM recovery efforts.

Where removal trapping is warranted, trapping will be conducted for at least
5 nights, with at least 2 consecutive nights of negative results at the end of
the trapping session before ground disturbance work begins. When exclusion
fencing is not used, the requirement for consecutive nights of negative
results will be waived in favor of a set number of trap nights which will be
approved by CFWO during review of the Action Plan.

The plan will include provisions to address animal salvage and fencing needs.

If it is determined that exclusion fencing is warranted, the fencing design
and location will be installed immediately prior to ground disturbance as
specified in an email provided for the review and approval of CFWO to
ensure that fencing is appropriately placed and that PPM cannot pass
through, under, or over the fence. The bottom lip of the fence will be buried
in the ground or secured to the ground by sandbags, as determined by the
PPM biologist. Such fencing shall be 3 feet in height, shall be adequately
secured to the ground, and made of an appropriate material that cannot be
readily scaled by PPM and other small mammals. All fencing material will
remain in place from the time of its installation until the planned work
activity is complete. Following completion of all work, the exclusion
fencing will be removed under the guidance of the PPM biologist.

CM 12. Any excess soil removed from the holes dug for the power poles that cannot be
returned to the holes will be utilized for filling road ruts within the action area or
will be removed and utilized for road repairs off-site.
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Action Area

Regulations implementing the Act (50 CFR § 402.02) describe the action area as all areas to be
affected directly or indirectly by the Federal action and not merely the immediate area involved
in the action.

For this project, we have defined the action area to include the 12 power pole installation
locations, the unnamed dirt access roads and staging area used for construction access, and all
habitat within 500 feet of these areas that may be exposed to project related effects such as
increased light, noise, vibration and dust levels, human activity during project construction,
and increased exposure to avian predators that may utilize the utility poles and power lines as
perching opportunities. Subtracting out roads and developed areas that are not likely to serve
as habitat for listed species, this area includes about 67.7 acres. Subsequent analyses of the
environmental baseline, effects of the action, and levels of incidental take are based upon this
action area.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE SECTION 7(A)(2) DETERMINATIONS
Jeopardy Determination

Section 7(a)(2) of the Act requires that Federal agencies ensure that any action they authorize,
fund, or carry out is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of listed species. “Jeopardize
the continued existence of” means to engage in an action that reasonably would be expected,
directly or indirectly, to reduce appreciably the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of a
listed species in the wild by reducing the reproduction, numbers, or distribution of that species
(50 CFR § 402.02).

The jeopardy analysis in this biological opinion relies on four components: (1) the Status of the
Species, which describes the range-wide condition of the species, the factors responsible for that
condition, and its survival and recovery needs; (2) the Environmental Baseline, which analyzes
the condition of the species in the action area, the factors responsible for that condition, and the
relationship of the action area to the survival and recovery of the species; (3) the Effects of the
Action, which are all consequences to listed species caused by the proposed action that are
reasonably certain to occur; and (4) the Cumulative Effects, which evaluate the effects of future,
non-Federal activities in the action area on the species.

For the section 7(a)(2) determination regarding jeopardizing the continued existence of the
species, the Service begins by evaluating the effects of the proposed Federal action and the
cumulative effects. The Service then examines those effects against the current status of the
species to determine if implementation of the proposed action is likely to reduce appreciably
the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of the species in the wild.



Kristin Thomas (2025-0077362-S7-F-MC) 8
STATUS OF THE SPECIES
Pacific Pocket Mouse

The status of the PPM has been described in detail in its recovery plan (Service 1998)? and 5-year
review (Service 2020).° Please refer to these documents for detailed information on the life history
requirements, threats, and conservation needs of this species. For convenience, we have included a
summary of the status and distribution of PPM range-wide and on MCB CamPen.

The PPM is endemic to the immediate coast of southern California from Marina del Rey and

El Segundo in Los Angeles County, south to the vicinity of the Mexican border in San Diego
County (Hall 1981; Williams 1986; Erickson 1993). At the time of its listing in 1994 (59 FR 49752),
only one small population of PPM was known to remain extant at the Dana Point Headlands in
Orange County. Shortly thereafter, PPM was discovered at three additional locations (North
San Mateo, South San Mateo, Santa Margarita), all within the boundaries of MCB CamPen in
San Diego County (MBA and LSA 1997; Ogden 1997; Service 1999). Despite extensive survey
efforts that have been performed throughout its historical range since listing (2022 CFWO
Survey Report Data Base), no additional occurrences of PPM have been found, and monitoring
suggests the North San Mateo PPM population has become extirpated (Brehme et al. 2012;
Brehme et al. 2014).

Based on the lack of new population discoveries, the apparent extirpation of the North San
Mateo population, and the inability to locate concentrations of animals that could support a
translocation, in 2011 consensus was reached that PPM population parameters had reached a
critical point to justify establishment of a captive breeding program to achieve the Recovery Plan
(Service 1998) objective of creating additional PPM populations. Captive breeding of PPM was
initiated in 2012 at the San Diego Zoo Safari Park, where 49 individuals from the three extant
PPM populations have been brought into captivity as founders of the captive population (King et
al. 2021). This program has been successful breeding mice, with over 500 animals born in the
captive facility since inception of the breeding program (King et al. 2023).

From 2016 to 2023, 297 PPM from the captive population were introduced to Laguna Coast
Wilderness Park (LCWP) in Orange County to try to create an additional population within the
species’ historic range. This effort has been challenged by poor to no overwinter survivorship of
released animals during some years but has also achieved successful reproduction and overwinter
survivorship of animals during other years. Consecutive years of reproduction and over-winter
survivorship of released animals and their wild-born offspring was documented between
2020-2022. Following a year of poor overwinter survivorship during 2022-2023, and
population supplementation, multiple individuals again survived overwinter from 2023-2024,
with a minimum of 25 individuals documented to remain active within the introduction site as

of September of 2024 (Shier, Greggor, Trombley et al. 2025). High inter-annual variability in

2 https://ecos.fws.gov/docs/recovery plan/980928c.pdf.
3 https://ecos.fws.gov/docs/tess/species_nonpublish/3087.pdf.
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reproduction and over-winter survivorship suggests it remains too early to consider this a
viable, self-sustaining population.

During 2024, a second population creation effort was initiated at Wire Mountain on MCB
CamPen. This effort involved the release of 90 captively bred mice within a roughly 2.2-acre
area at the Wire Mountain site, with around 120 mice documented (released and wild born)
within the receiver site in September of 2024 (Shier, Greggor, Trombley 2025) and at least

44 mice confirmed as having survived overwinter in April of 2025 (Shier 2025, pers. comm.). As
with the other introduction effort, it is premature to consider this a viable, self-sustaining population.

Monitoring of PPM within the 29.4-acre Dana Point Preserve shows that this population is the
smallest of the remaining extant populations and is prone to dramatic fluctuations in size. Since
its discovery in 1993, several comprehensive live-trapping efforts have detected fewer than

10 animals, with peak observed abundance occurring in 2009 when 82 individuals were captured
in May of that year (Brylski et al. 2010). Subsequently, comprehensive live-trapping during 2017
suggested a population crash with just six individuals detected (Miller 2017). Since then the
population has rebounded, with 77 individuals detected and approximately 72 percent of
available habitat estimated to be used by PPM during 2020; possibly in response to increased
habitat management efforts and temporary closure of the Preserve to public access during 2020
in response to the COVID pandemic (Brehme et al. 2020; Merrill e al. 2023). Since then, habitat
management efforts have continued, and the public has been re-granted access to the hiking trail
within the Preserve during daylight hours 7 days a week. During 2024, PPM habitat use within
the Preserve was estimated to be around 67 percent [with a 95 percent Confidence Interval (CI)
of 0.58-0.75 percent] (Merrill 2025).

Although the most recent demographic and habitat use estimates for Dana Point suggest the
population has rebounded in size, genetic monitoring and study of this population suggest the
observed demographic contractions have contributed to a dramatic loss of genetic variation
within this population over the last 20 years (Swei ef al. 2003; Wilder et al. 2020). This
increases the risk of inbreeding (i.e., breeding among closely related individuals) as an
additive factor that can cause a loss of fitness in individuals that contributes to future declines
in an already small population (Gilpin and Soule 1986). Accordingly, the Service and its
partners assisting with the recovery of PPM have been developing a Genetic Management
Plan (Shier et al. 2023) to identify how best to maintain genetic variation and prevent
inbreeding depression from developing within this and the other extant populations.

Recent genetic findings suggest that animals within the Dana Point population have a different
number of chromosomes (diploid no. 58) when compared to animals from the populations on
Camp Pendleton (diploid no. 56). This has delayed a proposal to attempt genetic rescue

(e.g., increase genetic variation and fitness through outcrossing with animals from the other
populations; Tallmon et al. 2004) of the Dana Point population while the risk of introducing
outbreeding depression from chromosomal incompatibility is assessed (Shier et al. 2023).
Overall, the Dana Point population remains vulnerable to extirpation due to its small size,
isolation, and genetic factors that have potential to contribute to population decline.



Kristin Thomas (2025-0077362-S7-F-MC) 10

Starting in 2012, the Marine Corps initiated a comprehensive annual base-wide PPM monitoring
program, and in December of 2019 a PPM Management Plan was completed that identifies
management actions that can be implemented to protect, conserve, and enhance PPM populations
and habitat on MCB CamPen. The monitoring program focuses on estimating the extent of PPM
habitat use within the three historically known occurrences on MCB CamPen (Brehme et al. 2011;
Brehme ef al. 2012). Because the PPM populations are patchily distributed over areas that are
too big to practically monitor at once, this program uses multiple 2.47-acre randomly placed
monitoring grids to statistically sample for PPM presence within boundaries delineated for each
population based on historic PPM capture locations and adjoining suitable habitat. The
proportion of track tubes with PPM detections within each monitoring grid is then used to
provide an extrapolated estimate of the amount of habitat that is used by PPM each year within
the respective population monitoring boundaries.

Although a 32.12-acre area has been delineated for monitoring the North San Mateo population,
PPM have not been detected at this location since 2003, suggesting this population is extirpated
(NRA 2003; Brehme et al. 2014; Service 2020). At South San Mateo, between 2012 and 2024,
the estimated amount of habitat used by PPM within the monitoring boundaries has averaged
33 percent or about 85.36 acres (range 49.82—116.57 acres) of the 260-acre area that is
monitored (Brehme et al. 2025). During 2024, PPM were estimated to be using 25 percent or
about 64.35 acres [Standard Error (SE) 5.71 acres] of the monitored habitat at South San Mateo.
However, recent occupancy estimates may be biased high due to the non-random placement of
monitoring grids within portions of the PPM monitoring area where habitat enhancement was
initiated in 2018 and 2021 (ACS 2019; Patriot Joint Venture 2021).

The Santa Margarita population spans two troop training areas with different training regimes
and operational restrictions, so the monitoring program estimates habitat use separately within
the two training areas (Edson Range and Oscar-1). Within the 1,171-acre area delineated as
potentially occupied by PPM within Edson Range, estimated habitat use between 2012 and 2024
has averaged 27 percent or about 320.84 acres (range 70.28—695.74 acres), of the monitored area
(Brehme et al. 2025). During 2024, PPM were estimated to be using 14 percent or 166.32 acres
(SE 19.91 acres) of the Edson Range monitored habitat. Within the 1,016-acre area delineated
for PPM monitoring within Oscar-1, estimated habitat use between 2012 and 2024 has averaged

10 percent or about 103.51 acres (range 24.37-169.61 acres) of the monitored area (Brehme et

al. 2025). During 2024, PPM were estimated to be using 14 percent or about 137.11 acres

(SE 17.27 acres) of the monitored habitat in Oscar-1. Like South San Mateo, recent occupancy
estimates within the Santa Margarita subpopulations may be biased high from the non-random
placement of monitoring grids within portions of Edson Range and Oscar-1 where habitat
enhancement was initiated in 2021 (Patriot Joint Venture 2024).

It is difficult to estimate the size of the PPM populations on MCB CamPen from habitat use data
because the MCB CamPen PPM monitoring program relies upon data collected using tracking
tubes to estimate the proportion of habitat that is used. This methodology involves evenly
distributing track tubes that are filled with track cards and bait within the monitoring grids, then
reading the prints left on the track cards by small mammals every 2 to 3 weeks to document
habitat use by PPM. Because it is possible for an individual PPM to leave tracks on multiple
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cards, and tracks within a single tube could be generated by more than one PPM, these data are
not reliable for counting individuals or estimating population size.

However, some complementary information on PPM activity patterns and reproduction is
collected using conventional small mammal live-trapping that is performed within portions of

a few of the PPM monitoring grids (i.e., “core” grids) at each occurrence. Because PPM are
individually marked during this trapping, statistical models that combine raw counts of unique
individuals with track tube data can be used to extrapolate crude population size estimates for the
Camp Pendleton populations. Using this approach, MacKenzie and Bratt (2023) estimated during
2022 there were about 1,161 [90 percent CI 453-2,309], 1,791 (433-4,053), and 861 (196—1,990)
PPM within the South San Mateo, Edson Range, and Oscar-1 PPM monitoring areas, respectively.
While these extrapolations suggest these populations can sometimes support thousands of
individuals, the generated estimates are imprecise, with population sizes for the Oscar-1 and South
San Mateo populations estimated to have been in the hundreds of individuals during more than

60 percent of the 11 years assessed.

That the Camp Pendleton populations may often persist at low densities and abundance is
supported by difficulty locating and capturing PPM during several live-trapping surveys performed
to collect founders for the conservation breeding program (Shier 2014; Service 2020). Genetic
analyses also indicate that each of the extant populations has small effective population sizes

[Ne (i.e., the number of individuals in a population that contribute genes to the next generation)]
(Wilder et al. 2020). Estimated effective population sizes for Dana Point, South San Mateo,
and the Santa Margarita population are respectively Ne=3.3 (95 percent CI=2.2-7.4), Ne=25.0
(95 percent CI=15.7-47.1), and Ne=50.6 (95 percent CI=43.1-60.0) (Wilder ef al. 2020). This
suggests, despite occasional peaks in abundance, each of these populations is threatened by small
population size, which is contributing to an observed loss of genetic variation over time and the
potential for developing inbreeding depression (Frankham et al. 2014). Given the large variability
in estimated population size among years and inability to assess the accuracy of population size
extrapolations, we generally assess impacts to PPM on MCB CamPen based on the assumption
that the proportional impact to occupied habitat equates to a similar proportional impact to

the population.

ENVIRONMENTAL BASELINE

The regulations implementing the Act (50 CFR § 402.02) define the environmental baseline as
the condition of the listed species or its designated critical habitat in the action area, without the
consequences to the listed species or designated critical habitat caused by the proposed action.
The environmental baseline includes the past and present impacts of all Federal, State, or private
actions and other human activities in the action area, the anticipated impacts of all proposed
Federal projects in the action area that have already undergone formal or early section 7
consultation, and the impact of State or private actions which are contemporaneous with the
consultation in process. The impacts to listed species or designated critical habitat from Federal
agency activities or existing Federal agency facilities that are not within the agency’s discretion
to modify are part of the environmental baseline (50 CFR § 402.02).
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Status of the Species in the Action Area
Pacific Pocket Mouse

The action area supports a combination of developed areas (including Macs Road, un-named dirt
access roads, the lift station and one military training obstacle) and undeveloped areas that are
primarily vegetated with coastal sage scrub, including some small patches of non-native forbs
and annual grasses, alkali marsh, and riparian scrub. Soils within the action area include loamy
fine sands, clay loam, and fine sandy loam. Other than the developed areas, most of the action
area has potential to support PPM. Specifically, pole locations No. 1-8 fall within the monitoring
program boundary, while pole locations No. 9—12 occur outside of but adjoining the monitoring
program area. Although proposed poles No. 912 fall outside of the monitoring program
boundaries, there are no obvious changes in habitat suitability or conditions to suggest there is a
lack of potential for PPM to utilize the habitat surrounding these poles.

In the absence of project-specific small mammal trapping data for inferring the likely presence or
absence of PPM in the action area, the best available information regarding the status of PPM in
the action area comes from the results of the MCB CamPen PPM Monitoring Program, which
has been implemented in the Oscar-1 Training Area since 2012. Between 2012 and 2024, habitat
use by PPM within Osear-1 has averaged 10.4 percent (SE 1.3 percent) and during 2024 is estimated
to have been about 13.5 percent (SE 1.7 percent). Applying these estimates to the entirety* of the
action area suggests, on average, 7.05 acres of the available habitat within the action area have been
occupied by PPM since 2012, and about 9.14 acres of the action area were used by PPM in 2024.

EFFECTS OF THE ACTION

Regulations implementing the Act (50 CFR § 402.02) define the effects of the action as all
consequences to listed species or critical habitat that are caused by the proposed action, including
the consequences of other activities that are caused by the proposed action but that are not part
of the action. A consequence is caused by the proposed action if it would not occur but for the
proposed action and it is reasonably certain to occur. Effects of the action may occur later in time
and may include consequences occurring outside the immediate area involved in the action

(50 CFR § 402.02.

Impacts to PPM from the proposed action are anticipated from the permanent loss of habitat in
association with installation of the power poles, temporary impacts to PPM habitat from soil
disturbance associated with installation of the power poles and associated wiring, and impacts to
PPM from the propagation of noise and vibration into surrounding habitat associated with the
auguring of holes and use of heavy equipment. Some maintenance of the unnamed dirt access
roads in the action area is also proposed to maintain safe access for construction vehicles

4 Although the application of statistical principles suggests it is inappropriate to extend PPM habitat use estimates to
areas that fall outside the monitoring program boundaries, given the proximity and similarity of habitat conditions
surrounding power poles No. 9-12 to the monitored habitat, and absence of data to confirm this area is not being
used by PPM, we are assuming that PPM habitat use in the vicinity of these poles is similar to the monitored portion
of Oscar-1.
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(i.e., road grading to fill in and remove erosional ruts) which is consistent with and has been
previously addressed by the Crucible Challenge Course biological opinion (1-6-96-F-35).
Digging of the holes, utilization of heavy equipment, and activities of workers in the habitat
surrounding the poles could result in direct injury and harm to PPM from excavation of mice in
their burrows, or compaction, crushing, and burying of mice in their burrows during placement
of the power poles. Erection of the power poles may also elevate the risk of predation of PPM
by increasing the availability of perching opportunities for avian predators.

Permanent habitat loss will be confined to within 5 feet of each pole, which includes the
displacement of habitat from installation of each 18 to 24-inch diameter pole, and placement of
¥-inch road base within the remainder of the five-foot radius surrounding each pole. Although
no vegetation is proposed to be removed to establish access roads or areas for project staging, it
is anticipated that the area within a 15-foot radius of each pole could temporarily be disturbed by
workers accessing the pole locations to assist with pole installations. Thus, it is anticipated that
the project will result in the permanent loss of around 942 square feet (0.02 acre) of PPM habitat,
and another 7,540 square feet (0.17 acre) of PPM habitat will be temporarily disturbed during the
pole installations.

Use of the Digger Derrick truck during pole installations will involve the use of a hydraulically
powered augur to drill holes that will generate noise and vibrations that could detrimentally
affect PPM in surrounding habitat. Compaction of the soil surrounding the poles once they are
set could also generate noise and vibration. Vibrations created by the construction equipment
attenuate through the soil at various frequencies and can be transferred to the bodies of animals
that reside underground. Laboratory studies show that the effects of low frequency vibrations on
small mammals can include effects such as increased stress and ulcer formation in adult rodents
and increased congenital malformation and reduced birth weight of pups (Sackler and Weltman
1966; Bantle 1971; Toraason et al. 1980; Seidel and Griffin 1998; Rubin et al. 2007). However,
we do not have a detailed understanding of the potential effects from short term construction-
related vibrational impacts on rodents in natural systems.

Our best information regarding potential effects to PPM from construction related noise and
vibration comes from observations made during implementation of the MCB CamPen PPM
Monitoring Program. One such observation was made at South San Mateo during 2012 when a
large bulldozer graded a fire break through habitat that was being monitored for PPM occupancy
at the time of grading. Immediately prior to this incident, monitoring documented PPM at

30 locations within 197 feet (60 meters) of the grading footprint, but monitoring following the
impact failed to detect use of the fire break and surrounding area by PPM for 5 years following
the impact (Brehme and Fisher 2012; Brehme et al. 2014; Brehme et al. 2016; Brehme et al.
2017; Brehme et al. 2018). Thus, although the manner that PPM were harmed by noise and
vibration from the grading incident is unclear (e.g., possible burrow collapse and immediate
death or injury, or flight and displacement from the area), loss of PPM activity in this area
suggests PPM were directly harmed within an area that extended beyond the immediate soil
disturbance footprint. Other observations of PPM utilizing habitat adjoining the location of
grading impacts immediately following grading events have not revealed such long term habitat
abandonment (Brehme 2014; Brehme et al. 2016; Brehme et al. 2018), suggesting the severity



Kristin Thomas (2025-0077362-S7-F-MC) 14

and duration of these impacts could vary in association with soil type and moisture, equipment
used, duration of disturbance, and status and activity of the PPM population at the time of impact
(Service 2019).

In the absence of detailed information about the magnitude of noise and vibration that is likely to
be generated from the placement of the power poles, and given uncertainty about the likelihood
of detrimental noise and vibration impacts to PPM in areas surrounding soil disturbance, we
conservatively assume the likely area of adverse impacts to PPM from the proposed ground
disturbing construction activities could extend up to 98.4 feet (30 meters) beyond the pole
placements based on the recommendation of U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) PPM monitoring
biologists (Brehme and Fisher 2012). Extending this beyond the permanent habitat loss and
temporary soil disturbance footprint surrounding each pole and subtracting out developed areas
(i.e. roads, training obstacles and other infrastructure), this approach suggests PPM will be
subject to harm from noise and vibration impacts within an additional 6.31 acres of suitable
PPM habitat.

Based on monitoring results that indicate that, on average, PPM occupy about 10.4 percent of the
habitat within Oscar 1 each year, and most recently were estimated to be using 13.5 percent of
the habitat in Oscar-1, we anticipate that PPM will be directly injured or harmed within about
13.5 percent of the affected habitat in the action area. Accordingly, we anticipate that PPM will
be subject to injury or harm from direct soil disturbance within about 0.03 acre of habitat and
will be subject to injury or harm from noise and vibration impacts within about 0.85 acre. Other
than within the 0.02 acre of permanent habitat loss, we anticipate that the remaining impacts to
the Oscar-1 PPM subpopulation will be temporary, and PPM will be able to recolonize areas
subject to noise, vibration, and soil disturbance.

To minimize potential impacts to PPM within areas subject to soil disturbance, a PPM biologist
approved by MCB CamPen ES will trap for PPM within the soil disturbance footprint surrounding
each pole prior to the commencement of construction activities and coordinate with CFWO to
determine how best to protect any captured animals from direct death or injury. Provisions for
the protection of animals may involve temporarily holding the animals in captivity during project
construction then releasing them in the same vicinity following construction or collecting the
animals and transferring them to the SDZWA PPM Conservation Breeding facility where they
will contribute to PPM recovery efforts (e.g., the creation of additional wild populations). Based
on the proposal to perform salvage trapping throughout the entire soil disturbance footprint and
the estimated occupancy of PPM within just 0.03 acre of the affected habitat, we estimate that
one PPM could be brought into captivity during the powerline installation.

Although PPM are occasionally harmed during trapping surveys from being impinged in trap
doors or being confined with conspecifics, this is a relatively rare incident (e.g., less than

1 percent of captures). Given the small number of animals that are anticipated to be captured,
we believe the likelihood of incidental trap deaths is negligible.

The permanent loss of 0.02 acre of potentially suitable habitat from installation of the power
poles will diminish the amount of available habitat for PPM in Oscar-1 by less than 0.01 percent.



Kristin Thomas (2025-0077362-S7-F-MC) 15

The projected death or injury of PPM within the estimated 0.88 acre of suitable habitat that is
occupied by PPM and subject to soil disturbance and noise and vibration impacts is anticipated
to adversely impact about 0.9 percent of the Oscar-1 population on average, and about

0.7 percent of the most recent 2024 population extent. Based on the average estimated population
density in Oscar-1 between 2012 and 2022 (MacKenzie and Bratt 2023), we estimate about

six PPM will be harmed during installation of the power poles.

Although erection of the power poles is also anticipated to elevate the risk of predation of PPM
within Oscar-1 by increasing the availability of perching opportunities for avian predators, there
are existing power poles and training obstacles that already provide perching opportunities for
avian predators in Oscar-1. Thus, while the creation of additional perching opportunities for
avian predators has potential to degrade habitat suitability for PPM in Oscar-1, this impact is
unlikely to be appreciable.

Overall, given the small magnitude of projected impacts to the Oscar-1 subpopulation, the
powerline project is not anticipated to appreciably reduce the numbers, reproduction, or
distribution of PPM within Oscar-1 or range wide.

Effect on Recovery

Recovery Action 1.1 in the PPM Recovery Plan (Service 1998) calls for protecting all extant
populations from significant potential impacts. In support of this, Recovery Action 2 calls for the
preparation of management plans to avoid, minimize, and off-set threats; to protect and enhance
existing ecosystems, habitats, and populations; and to manage habitat to maximize pocket mouse
population viability. In 2019, the Marine Corps completed a PPM Management Plan that
“...presents discrete management actions to protect, conserve, and enhance PPM populations
aboard MCB CamPen” (MCBCP 2019). Although the Marine Corps has not included as part of
the proposed project measures to compensate for the permanent and temporary impacts to PPM
habitat, the above analysis shows that the proposed project should not significantly impact the
Oscar-1 PPM population. As separate actions, the Marine Corps is also performing actions to
enhance habitat that supports the Santa Margarita population, including combatting invasive
non-native weeds within about 600 acres of Edson Range and removing thatch and non-native
annual grasses and introducing native seed to a 19-acre area within Oscar-1 (Patriot Joint
Venture 2024). Other pro-active measures being implemented by the Marine Corps to support
Recovery Action 5, “Identify and implement measures to create additional populations,” include
funding and implementing an effort to translocate PPM to the Wire Mountain portion of Camp
Pendleton, and funding and initiating habitat enhancement at North San Mateo in anticipation of
reintroducing PPM to this location. Thus, the proposed project is consistent with the Recovery
Plan, and through the implementation of a number of separate actions, the Marine Corps is
helping to advance the recovery of PPM.

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS

Cumulative effects are effects of future State or private activities, not involving Federal
activities, that are reasonably certain to occur within the action area of the Federal action subject
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to consultation (50 CFR § 402.02). Future Federal actions that are unrelated to the proposed
action are not considered in this section because they require separate consultation pursuant to
section 7 of the Act. We have not identified any State, Tribal, local, or private actions within
the action area that should be considered in this biological opinion.

CONCLUSION

After reviewing the current status of the PPM, the environmental baseline for the action area,
the effects of the proposed activities, and the cumulative effects, we have determined that the
activities considered in this biological opinion are not likely to jeopardize the continued
existence of PPM. We have reached this conclusion for the following reasons:

1. The permanent loss of 0.02 acre of potentially suitable habitat from installation of the
power poles will diminish the amount of available habitat for PPM in Oscar-1 by less
than 0.01 percent, and temporary impacts to habitat from project construction are only
anticipated to impact about 0.7 percent of the most recent 2024 Oscar-1 subpopulation
extent.

2. Due to the small proportional impact to the Oscar-1 PPM subpopulation, we anticipate
that the Oscar-1 PPM subpopulation will be able to rebound and recolonize areas
subject to soil disturbance and impacts from noise and vibration.

INCIDENTAL TAKE STATEMENT
INTRODUCTION

Section 9 of the Act and Federal regulation pursuant to section 4(d) of the Act prohibit the take
of endangered and threatened animal species, respectively, without special exemption. Take is
defined as to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture or collect, or to attempt
to engage in any such conduct. Harm in the definition of “take” in the Act means an act which
actually kills or injures wildlife. Such [an] act may include significant habitat modification or
degradation where it actually kills or injures wildlife by significantly impairing essential
behavioral patterns, including breeding, feeding, or sheltering (50 CFR 17.3). Harass is defined
by the Service as an intentional or negligent act or omission which creates the likelihood of
injury to listed species by annoying it to such an extent as to significantly disrupt normal behavior
patterns which include, but are not limited to, breeding, feeding, or sheltering (50 CFR 17.3).
Under the terms of section 7(b)(4) and section 7(0)(2), taking that is incidental to and not the
purpose of the agency action is not considered to be prohibited taking under the Act provided
that such taking is in compliance with the proposed protective measures and the terms and
conditions of an incidental take statement and occurs as a result of the action as proposed.

The measures described below are non-discretionary and must be undertaken by the Marine
Corps for the exemption in section 7(0)(2) to apply. The Marine Corps has a continuing duty
to regulate the activity covered by this incidental take statement. If the Marine Corps fails to
assume and implement the terms and conditions, the protective coverage of section 7(0)(2)
may lapse. In order to monitor the impact of incidental take, the Marine Corps must report the
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progress of the action and its impact on the species to the Service as specified in the incidental
take statement [50 CFR § 402.14(1)(4)].

AMOUNT OR EXTENT OF TAKE

We estimate that about 0.9 percent of the Oscar-1 population on average, and about 0.7 percent
of the most recent 2024 population extent may be subject to direct injury or harm from the
combined impacts of soil disturbance and noise and vibration impacts. An attempt will be made
to capture and protect PPM that reside within areas subject to soil disturbance by temporarily
holding them in captivity and reintroducing them following project construction or incorporating
them into the conservation breeding program, but no attempt will be made to capture animals
within the remaining area that will be impacted by the project.

Because PPM are likely to remain underground within their burrows during project implementation,
it will not be possible to observe and quantify the number of animals residing within the soil
disturbance footprint that escape capture and are killed, injured, or harmed, nor will it be possible
to observe and quantify the number of animals harmed from noise and vibration within surrounding
habitat. Therefore, we have established estimated levels of take and associated triggers for
reinitiation based on the amount of habitat affected and the number of PPM that could reasonably
be observed. If the amount or extent of incidental take (IT) is exceeded, it will trigger reinitiation
of consultation.

Take of PPM is exempted as follows:

IT 1. Capture one PPM and incorporate into the conservation breeding facility or
reintroduce one PPM into the habitat at Oscar-1 following project construction.

IT 2. Harm, death or injury of all PPM that escape capture within the 0.19 acre of
suitable PPM habitat that will be impacted by construction and soil disturbing
activities. Because it is highly unlikely that individuals that escape trapping will
be detected, the amount or extent of incidental take will be considered exceeded if
more than 0.02 acre is permanently converted to unsuitable habitat from power
pole installation, and/or more than 0.17 acre of suitable PPM habitat is subject to
direct soil disturbance during project construction.

IT 3. Harm, death, or injury of PPM as a result of noise and vibration within an estimated
6.31 acres of suitable habitat surrounding the power pole installations. Because
effects to PPM within this area will not be assessed directly during project
construction, the amount or extent of take will be considered exceeded if more
than 0.19 acre of habitat is impacted from soil disturbing construction activities.
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REASONABLE AND PRUDENT MEASURES

We have determined that the following reasonable and prudent measures are necessary and
appropriate to minimize the impact of the incidental take of PPM:

RPM 1. The Marine Corps will monitor and report on consistency with the exempted
amount of take for PPM associated with the proposed action.

TERMS AND CONDITIONS

To be exempt from the prohibitions of section 9 of the Act, the Marine Corps must comply with
the following terms and conditions, which implement the reasonable and prudent measures
described above and outline monitoring and reporting requirements. These terms and conditions
are non-discretionary.

TC 1.1 Following completion of small mammal trapping to salvage PPM from within the
soil disturbance footprint, the Marine Corps will submit a summary report to the
CFWO documenting the results of the trapping effort, to include the number,
location and final disposition of all PPM captured.

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS

Pursuant to 50 CFR § 402.14(i)(4), the Marine Corps must report the progress of the action and
its impact on the species to the Service as specified in this incidental take statement. We have
determined that the following measures are necessary to monitor and report on project impacts:

DISPOSITION OF SICK, INJURED, OR DEAD SPECIMENS

Upon locating dead, injured, or sick individuals of threatened or endangered species, initial
notification must be made to our Division of Law Enforcement in either San Diego, California,
at 619-557-5063, or in Torrance, California, at 310-328-6307. The CFWO should also be
notified via telephone at 760-431-9440 and in writing via email or mail.

CONSERVATION RECOMMENDATIONS

Section 7(a)(1) of the Act directs Federal agencies to use their authorities to further the purposes
of the Act by carrying out conservation programs for the benefit of endangered and threatened
species. Conservation recommendations are discretionary agency activities to minimize or avoid
adverse effects of a proposed action on listed species or critical habitat, to help implement
recovery plans, or to develop information.

CR 1. To reduce the potential for predation of PPM within the Santa Margarita population,
we recommend the Marine Corps assess the Edson Range and Oscar-1 training
areas for avian perching opportunities and remove all unused power poles, structures
or other infrastructure that provide such opportunities.
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REINITIATION NOTICE

As provided in 50 CFR § 402.16, reinitiation of consultation is required and will be requested by
the Federal agency, where discretionary Federal involvement or control over the action has been
retained or is authorized by law and:

1.  If the amount or extent of taking specified in the incidental take statement is exceeded;

2. Ifnew information reveals effects of the action that may affect listed species or critical
habitat in a manner or to an extent not previously considered;

3. If the identified action is subsequently modified in a manner that causes an effect to the
listed species or critical habitat that was not considered in this biological opinion; or

4.  If anew species is listed or critical habitat designated that may be affected by the
identified action.

We appreciate your coordination on this project. If you have any questions regarding this project,
please contact William Miller® of my staff.

Sincerely,

Jonathan D. Snyder
Acting Field Supervisor

S William_B_Miller@fws.gov.
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APPENDIX

The following information supports the Service’s concurrence with the Marine Corps’ not likely
to adversely affect determinations for the federally endangered least Bell’s vireo (Vireo belli
pusillus, vireo) and threatened coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica californica,
gnatcatcher), in accordance with section 7 of the Act, for installation of a new utility line to Lift
Station Building 31220 near Macs Road, Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, California.

Conservation Measures

In addition to the general and species-specific conservation measures listed previously in the
associated biological opinion, the Marine Corps has incorporated the following conservation
measures® into the proposed action to support its not likely to adversely affect determinations
for vireo and gnatcatcher:

CM 13. A qualified biologist’ approved by MCB CamPen ES will be contracted by MCB
CamPen to ensure Endangered Species Act (ESA) and Migratory Bird Treaty Act
(MBTA) compliance for construction that is to be performed during the bird
breeding season.

a.  The qualified biologist must be approved by MCB CamPen ES 2 weeks
prior to construction start.

b.  The qualified biologist will conduct pre-construction surveys for active
gnatcatcher and vireo nests in and within 250 feet of the construction
footprint.

c.  For active gnatcatcher and vireo nests found within the survey area, the
qualified biologist will use the distance to the project limits and local
topography to determine if construction activities are likely to directly
damage a nest or significantly disturb nesting activities.

d.  Where damage or disturbance of any gnatcatcher and vireo nest(s) is likely,
MCB CamPen ES will coordinate with CFWO to identify appropriate
measures that will be implemented to avoid the likelihood of nest
destruction or disturbance, including flagging work avoidance buffers,
directing construction to areas further away from the active nest(s), or
postponing construction in certain areas until nesting activities have
concluded, if possible.

e.  Where mutually agreed by MCB CamPen ES and the CFWO, “weed-free”
straw bale walls (or other sound minimization devices) may be constructed

® For ease of reference, conservation measures in the appendix are numbered consecutively from the measures in the
body of the biological opinion.

7 This biologist will have at least 40 hours of experience observing both vireos and gnatcatchers while conducting
protocol surveys for these species. This biologist will also have demonstrated experience locating vireo

and gnatcatcher nests. Qualifications of the biologist will be reviewed and approved by MCB CamPen ES prior

to the beginning of Project activities.



Kristin Thomas (2025-0077362-S7-F-MC) 27

surrounding power poles to block visibility and sound from the pole
installation, thereby reducing potential disturbance to active gnatcatcher and
vireo nests. Also, signage will be installed to deter people from entering the
area with an active nest(s).

CM 14.  The qualified biologist will provide an electronic report of nest survey results to
MCB CamPen ES and CFWO within 7 days of survey completion. The qualified
biologist will provide bi-weekly (every 2 weeks) biological monitoring reports
(electronic versions only), and one final biological monitoring report, to MCB
CamPen ES and the CFWO. All “take” of federally listed species will be reported
electronically to MCB CamPen ES within 24 hours of the action.

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS
Least Bell’s Vireo

The least Bell’s vireo is a small, gray, migratory songbird. It is the westernmost of four Bell’s
vireo, with a breeding range that is located predominantly within southwestern California and
northwestern Baja California, Mexico, although it has started to recolonize its historical range in
coastal central California, the Central Valley, and the Mojave Desert in eastern California and
likely also southern Nevada. Its breeding habitat is predominantly riparian vegetation, including
willow-dominated and cottonwood-willow woodlands, plus also xeroriparian vegetation,
including mesquite and other phreatophytic woodlands and shrublands. The subspecies’ winter
range is the southern portion of the Baja California Peninsula.

We listed the vireo in 1986 as an endangered species under the Endangered Species Act of 1973,
as amended (Act). Among the primary factors contributing to the listing of the species were:
extensive habitat loss and degradation associated with urban and agricultural development, flood
control activities, anthropogenic hydrological impacts and invasion of non-native plant species;
and population declines associated with brood parasitism from the brown-headed cowbird
(Molothrus ater). Since its listing, the vireo has begun to rebound in association with improved
regulation of impacts to and restoration of riparian habitat, and management of cowbirds.

On MCB CamPen, the vireo breeds in dense riparian habitat along rivers, creeks, and tributaries.
The vireo population in 2009 and 2010 was the largest recorded on Camp Pendleton over a
15-year period (1,013 and 1,068 territories, respectively, but has since contracted with

659 territories documented in 2021 (BA). During field reconnaissance in June 2024, vireos were
heard, but no quality breeding habitat was found within the action area. Most of the habitat
within the action area is vegetated with Diegan coastal sage scrub, which is not suitable breeding
habitat for the species. However, there is some denser riparian habitat adjacent to the action area
that could support nesting of vireos, southwest of the project alignment.

Because the action area does not support suitable nesting habitat for the vireo and the project
will not impact or remove any riparian vegetation, the project is not likely to cause the direct
death or injury to any nesting vireos. However, construction related noise and activities of
workers in close proximity to nesting vireo in adjoining habitat could adversely impact the vireo
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by prompting nest abandonment or masking communications. To minimize the potential for harm
to the vireo, in advance of construction a qualified biologist will survey for vireo within 250 feet
of each power pole location. If any active nests are found, the qualified biologist will use the
distance to the project limits and local topography to determine if construction activities are
likely to directly damage a nest or significantly disturb nesting activities. If the qualified
biologist is concerned that nesting vireo may be harmed from the construction, they will
coordinate with CFWO to identify appropriate measures to be implemented to avoid the
likelihood of nest destruction or disturbance, potentially including flagging work avoidance
buffers, directing construction to areas further away from the active nest(s), or postponing
construction in certain areas until nesting activities have concluded.

Based on the lack of impacts to suitable nesting habitat for the vireo within the action area, and
project oversight by a qualified biologist to avoid and minimize the potential for nest destruction
or disturbance, we concur with the Marine Corps’ determination that the project may affect but
is not likely to adversely affect the vireo.

Coastal California Gnatcatcher

The gnatcatcher is a resident bird species that occurs year-round in coastal sage scrub and
associated vegetation communities from southern Ventura County to Baja California, Mexico. In
1993, based on an accumulation of historical data the Service estimated that about 2,562 gnatcatcher
pairs remained in the United States, with the highest densities occurring in Orange and San Diego
Counties (Service 1993). In a study using more rigorous sampling techniques, Winchell and
Doherty (2008) estimated there were 1,324 gnatcatcher pairs (95 percent CI: 976-1,673)
distributed within a 44,923-hectare area on public and quasi-public lands in Orange and San
Diego Counties. This analysis provided a single point in time population estimate for just the
southwestern portion of the U.S. range. Although it is not valid to extrapolate beyond the
sampling frame used for their study, especially considering known differences in population
densities across the range of the gnatcatcher (Atwood 1992), based on Winchell and Doherty
(2008), it is likely more gnatcatchers exist in the U.S. portion of the range than was suggested by
the earlier Service estimate. We are not aware of any recent estimates of gnatcatcher populations
in Baja California. The primary threats to gnatcatchers include coastal sage scrub habitat
destruction, degradation, and fragmentation (Service 2010).

On MCB CamPen, base-wide surveys for gnatcatchers conducted every 3 to 5 years between
1994 and 2019 documented between 268 and 668 gnatcatcher territories, although there was
some fluctuation in the total acres of habitat surveyed among these years (Atwood ef al. 1999;
Griffiths Wildlife Biology 1997, 2004, 2008; Tetra Tech 2010, 2015; Hercules JV 2020).
Starting in 2023, the Marine Corps has adopted a 4-year rotational schedule for surveying
gnatcatchers across the base that involves performing gnatcatcher surveys within one quarter of
the suitable habitat each survey year. In 2023, 167 gnatcatcher territories were estimated to be
distributed across 2,246 hectares of surveyed habitat (Scott 2024, pers. comm.).

The action area supports high-quality Diegan coastal sage scrub that has consistently supported
coastal California gnatcatchers over the last 25 years (BA). During base-wide gnatcatcher
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surveys, 11 pairs were recorded in suitable habitat in the vicinity of Macs Road and the action
area in 2014, 5 pairs in 2019, and 13 pairs in 2024.

At each pole location about 79 square feet (0.002 acre) of vegetation is proposed to be permanently
disturbed from installation of the power pole, and another 628 square feet (0.014 acre) may be
subject to temporary disturbance from workers accessing and assisting with the pole installations
on foot. Throughout the action area it is anticipated that the project will result in the permanent
loss of around 942 square feet (0.02 acre) of gnatcatcher habitat, and another 7,540 square feet
(0.17 acre) of gnatcatcher habitat could be temporarily disturbed during the pole installations.

Given the distribution of coastal sage scrub throughout the action area, installation of the power
poles during the bird breeding season has potential to result in direct harm or injury to adult
nesting gnatcatchers and their eggs or nestlings from the physical disturbance of sage scrub
vegetation at each pole location. Even if there is not direct physical disturbance to nests, eggs or
nestlings, construction related noise and activities of workers near nesting gnatcatchers could
adversely impact the gnatcatcher by prompting nest abandonment or masking communications.

To minimize the potential for harm to the gnatcatcher, in advance of construction a qualified
biologist will survey for vireo within 250 feet of each power pole location. If any active nests are
found, the qualified biologist will use the distance to the project limits and local topography to
determine if construction activities are likely to directly damage a nest or significantly disturb
nesting activities. If the qualified biologist is concerned that nesting vireo may be harmed from
the construction, they will coordinate with MCB CamPen ES and CFWO to identify appropriate
measures to be implemented to avoid the likelihood of nest destruction or disturbance,
potentially including flagging work avoidance buffers, directing construction to areas further
away from the active nest(s), or postponing construction in certain areas until nesting activities
have concluded. We anticipate that oversight of the project by a qualified biologist will avoid the
potential for direct harm or injury to gnatcatchers.

Whether the individual and cumulative amount of permanent and temporary habitat alteration
associated with the power pole installations is appreciable enough to cause harm to gnatcatchers
from displacement and/or decreased resource availability, is likely to be determined by the
proportion of habitat altered within a pair’s territory. In general, for coastal areas, we estimate
that a gnatcatcher territory is likely to be around 5.7 acres in size (Atwood et al. 1998), and
habitat alteration within 20 percent or more of a gnatcatcher territory is appreciable enough to
cause harm to the resident gnatcatchers from territorial displacement, increased risk of predation,
and/or competition with con- or hetero-specifics due to decreased resource availability, and
reduced reproductive potential. While we anticipate that multiple gnatcatcher territories could be
distributed throughout the 67.7-acre action area, neither the cumulative permanent or temporary
impact to 0.02 acre and 0.17 acre of habitat, respectively, from all the power pole installations is
of a magnitude that is likely to cause appreciable harm to a single gnatcatcher pair.

Thus, given the proposed oversight of the project by a qualified biologist to avoid and minimize
the potential for nest destruction or disturbance, and the small amount of habitat that could be
impacted by the project in a gnatcatcher pair’s territory, we concur with the Marine Corps’
determination that the project may affect but is not likely to adversely affect the gnatcatcher.
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